3                  THE   TIME   OF   MY   LIFE
another was driven by late or circumstances into still deeper
depths. Whether one sank, floated with the current or swam to
higher ground were matters of shrewdness, luck, and perhaps pre-
destination.
I could read simple English and was eager to speak it without
a Ginnie accent, Ginnie being the epithet Shorty applied im-
partially to all Latins. Both he and Mrs. Quinn considered my
ambition praiseworthy, as they had great contempt for what he
referred to as damned furriners. When I read newspaper head-
lines aloud, usually at breakfast-time, they corrected my pro-
nunciation. The result was a curious Bowery-English with a
Spanish twist and an Irish flavour that clung to me long after I
left New York.
The subject of schooling was mentioned from time to time, more
as a future need than a present duty. But my education was not
neglected. Mrs. Quinn knew and retold the local gossip with a
wealth of adjectives that held me spellbound, and Shorty had a
rich store of information in a variety of matters which no school
ever taught. This he gave to me generously; any errors which
crept into his revelations were not those of credulity. More of life's
realities than its ideals were thus kept before me. I learned the
streets, the gangs, standards by which one gained or lost prestige,
friendly police and those to be avoided, sources of information,
whom and what to believe, where to look for favours, regions safe
to explore alone and those where safety lay in numbers.
Shorty's customary attitude toward me was fatherly, in accord-
ance with his own ideas of paternal duties and responsibilities.
My presence evidently awakened some protective instinct in his
nature which was no less gratifying to him than helpfiil to me.
In public this was hidden under a thin veneer of slightly
exaggerated indifference, but privately it glowed with un-
mistakable warmth. There were times, however, when it blazed
furiously. Given a good cause, and occasionally upon slight pro-
vocation, his quick temper exploded with a blast of curses that
withered me. He would then swear by all the saints that I was
no good, that he was through with me, that he would throw me
out or turn me over to the police. But the storm passed in a
moment, his angry bellows subsided into complaining growls
which died without leaving a sting.
Thus my education progressed for nearly two years under the
wise and worldly supervision of Shorty McGurk, an obscure agent